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New Options, 1918-1939 


Before the incorporation, in March 
1918, of The Canadian National 
Institute for the Blind (CNIB), 
formal services for blind people did 
exist in Canada but were generally 
limited and localized. By the early 
twentieth century, while there was 
a foundation for a truly national 
organization, the needs of all blind 
Canadians were not being ade- 
quately served. With the addition of 
blind veterans from World War I to 
the numbers of civilian blind, it 
became evident to the seven found- 
ing members of the CNIB — five 
blind and two sighted men — that 
new pathways must be opened. One 
of the lights along these pathways 
would be, of course, braille. The 
braille code, first published in 1829 
by its namesake Louis Braille, was 
the medium and the dawn of litera- 
cy for those unable to read print 
and remains today the foundation 
of intellectual freedom, personal 
security and equality for blind 
people. In 1898, free postage on all 
material in embossed form was 
granted by the Postmaster General 
of Canada, Sir William Mulock, 
and the door was opened for the 
creation of a circulating library 

of embossed material in Canada. 


One of the first major initiatives in 
Canada to create such a library was 
made by the Halifax School for the 
Blind. Then, in 1906, Edgar 
Bertram Robinson, an avid reader 
of braille, founded the Canadian 
Free Library for the Blind in 
Markham, Ontario. When he died 
at age 36 in 1908, his wife managed 
the Library which moved to rent- 
free quarters in the basement of the 
West Toronto Branch of the Public 
Library in 1911. In 19138, Sherman 
Swift, also blind, became Librarian. 
In 1917, two philanthropic women’s 
organizations purchased a new 
building on the University of 
Toronto campus and the Library 
moved in March of that year, 
changing its name to the Canadian 
National Library for the Blind. In 
1918, it amalgamated with the 
CNIB and became its library and 
publishing house. 


In 1916, Captain E.A. Baker, an 
officer in World War I, joined the 
Board of the Library. Baker had 
served in France from September 
1915, and had been totally blinded 
in action at Mount Kemmel, 
Belgium, on October 9 of that year. 
He had participated in the rehabili- 
tation program at Sir Arthur 
Pearson’s Blinded Soldiers’ and 


Sailors’ Hostel at St. Dunstan’s, 
London, England, and had brought 
Pearson’s philosophy of self-suffi- 
ciency and independence with 

him to Canada. After acting as 
Vice-President for the CNIB ona 
voluntary basis, he later joined the 
CNIB staff as General Secretary. 
The principal goals of the new 
organization were to advance the 
welfare of blind people in Canada 
and to adopt every possible means 
for preventing blindness. Regional 
Divisions spread throughout 
Canada from 1919, including the 
Dominion of Newfoundland, as part 
of the Maritime Division in 1920, 
and Quebec, in 
1930. In 1919, 
CNIB’s Pearson 
Hall, a residence 
and training 
centre for men, 
was opened by 
Sir Arthur 
Pearson, and in 
1920, Clarkewood 
Residence for girls 
and women was 
opened by the 
Toronto Women’s 
Auxiliary. In 1918, 
the CNIB opened 
the first industri- 
al department for 
men and women, 


and placement for (Photo: CNIB) 


blind workers in the community 
was administered by the After-care 
Department. In 1928, a National 
Supervisor of Industrial Placement 
was hired. This began a new 
strategy for the CNIB — the place- 
ment of blind persons in modern 
production factories and small 
businesses. This was made possible 
in part by the passing of the Blind 
Workmen’s Compensation Acts, 
which provided provincial assis- 
tance to the blind worker in case 

of accident. A CNIB Salesroom pro- 
vided raw materials to blind people 
employed at home and purchased 
the finished products for market- 
ing. The Blind 
Craft Shop, where 
high quality 
articles made by 
blind people could 
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be sold to the gen- 
eral public, was 


Tobacco shop, Ottawa, 
ca. 1923. Employment 
opportunities for the blind. 


established by 
the Women’s 
Auxiliary in 
1924-1925. By 
the late twenties, 
the first news- 
stands employing 
blind people 
appeared in 
Toronto and 
during the 1930s, 
as economic condi- 
tions changed, the 


St. Dunstan’s Band, London, England, ca. 1916. (Photo: CNIB) 


Lieutenant Colonel E.A. Baker, on behalf of the Sir Arthur Pearson Club 
of Blind Canadian Veterans, laid a wreath on the tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier during the Vimy Pilgrimage, July 1936. (Photo: National Archives) 


CNIB focused on expanding this 
and other small businesses such 
as tobacco shops and cafeterias, 
in order to provide training and 
employment opportunities for 
blind people. 


The ongoing commitment to a pre- 
vention program led to the appoint- 
ment of a Prevention of Blindness 
Officer in 1929. CNIB specialists 
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who taught rehabilitation skills 

in the home (Home Teaching) 
became part of the Institute’s 
services in 1918, and by 1922 this 
was carried out in Toronto by blind 
women following a four-month 
training course from the CNIB. 

In 1928, thirteen Home Teachers 
worked across Canada with an 
average of 250 clients each. In 
1926-1927, the federal government 


granted free radio licences to 
blind radio owners. Each of these 
measures contributed to the 
ongoing societal integration 

of blind people. 


In the 1930s, the employment 
placement service in CNIB and 
community factories, as well as 
small businesses, was unique in 
the world and continued to be 
successful. The prevention 
program also expanded during this 
period with the appointment of a 


consulting ophthalmologist in 1936. 


Registration continued across the 
country, as did the provision of eye 
care and glasses. A major public 
awareness program in 1932 
resulted in the launching of the 
magazine Saving Sight and the 
mass distribution of educational 
material. In 1931, E.A. Baker 
proposed to the Federal 
Department of Indian Affairs that 
a study should be conducted into 
the incidence of the eye disease, 
trachoma, particularly among 

the native population. During this 
decade, as well, theatre passes, 
street car passes and a service 
providing radios at a discount 

to blind persons were all part of 
community outreach. Recognition 
of the determination of blind 
people to take their place in the 
mainstream of Canadian life 
came with the passing of such 
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Baker emphasized the importance 
of “furnishing instruction and 
advice to parents leading to the 
independence and self-helpful- 
ness on the part of children.” This 
1938 brochure was one of several 
examples of CNIB’s work in this 
area. (Photo: National Archives) 


legislation as the Blind Voters 
Act (1930) which enabled, for the 
first time, a sighted person to 
assist a blind person in marking 
the ballot. The Amendment to the 
Old Age Pension Act (1937) 
allowed blind Canadians, qualified 
through a means test, to receive 


their pensions at age 40 instead 
of 70, a measure sought by Baker 
since 1921. 


Making a Difference, 
1940-1969 


The period 1940 to 1969 was one 
of consolidation and expansion. 

By 1943, the CNIB was providing 
rehabilitation and training to blind 
World War II veterans through an 
arrangement with the Department 
of Veterans Affairs, and in 1944, 
Baker Hall was opened. By 1947, 
soldiers from both the European 
theatre and Hong Kong had 
undergone training and placement. 
In 1948, Baker Hall had completed 
its work and became a training 
centre for Home Teachers. 


War industries had given rise 

to new forms of employment and 
increased demand for catering ser- 
vices. In 19438, a Sub-Contracting 
Department was opened to create 
in-house industrial work in 
assembly processes related to 
wartime production. Prevention 
work also expanded during the 
forties. The CNIB cooperated with 
ophthalmologists in establishing 
their national organization and 
initiated registration and treat- 
ment of Inuit in the far north. 
Professional development and 


specialization for CNIB staff in 
the Department of Field Services, 
Home Teaching and Employment 
Placement became a priority in 
order to meet the changing needs 
of blind and visually impaired peo- 
ple in post-war Canadian society. 
In 1949, for example, Miss Jean 
Whitelaw, a graduate of the 
University of Toronto School of 
Social Work, was appointed to the 
national office to expand services 
to parents of blind children. 


New technologies, such as auto- 
matic X-ray processing, provided 
new employment opportunities for 
blind people. During this period, 
CNIB residential homes opened 
across Canada. In 1956 the 
Clarkewood Residence was opened 
in Toronto on the same site as the 
newly constructed National and 
Ontario Headquarters known as 
BakerWood. This complex housed 
administrative offices, social and 
occupational services, the Library 
and a recreation centre. In 1956, 
Helen Keller visited BakerWood 
and as a result of her support 

and encouragement, the CNIB 
launched a national consultant 
service for deaf-blind Canadians in 
1958. Prevention initiatives during 
that decade included the 1952 
legislation making eye drops for 
newborn infants compulsory to 
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Side-by-cycle, 1947. An imaginative recreational device. 


(Photo: National Archives) 


prevent ophthalmia neonatorum. 
In 1957, the Eye Bank was opened 
with one branch in Toronto and a 
second in Montreal. 


In the 1960s, expansion of resi- 
dences and service facilities contin- 
ued. The CNIB established the A.V. 
Weir Building in Toronto in 1968 as 
a National Training and Vocational 
Guidance Centre to assist with 
such services as career planning 
and staff training. The Centre also 
offered consultative help for the 
Regional Divisions. Continuing 

to embrace the 
advanced tech- 
nology of the 
period, in 1964, 
the CNIB tested, 
for example, the 
Sonic Guide, an 
ultra-sonic guid- 
ing device using 
sound to detect 
obstacles. And in 
1956, the CNIB, 
the University 
of Manitoba and 
the federal gov- 
ernment jointly 
sponsored 

a course in 
computer pro- 
gramming for 
blind people, the 
first in Canada. 


Blind golf, ca. 1968. 
Recreational facilities for the 
blind and visually impaired 
continue to expand. 

(Photo: CNIB) 


On the international stage, in 
1946, E.A. Baker visited Trinidad 
to review conditions there and 
reported on registration, education 
and services in the region. One 
year later, the Trinidad and Tobago 
Blind Welfare Association was 
established as a result. In 1954, 
the CNIB responded to a United 
Nations request and Arthur Napier 
McGill, Ontario Superintendent, 
set up a rehabilitation centre in 
Cairo, Egypt. In 1960, Baker was 
presented with the first Helen 
Keller Award for outstanding 
international 
leadership in 
blindness issues, 
and in 1962, in 
honour of his 
retirement, the 
CNIB established 
the “E.A. Baker 
Foundation for 
the Prevention 
of Blindness” to 
fund research. 
Sadly, on April 7, 
1969, at age 75, 
Lieutenant 
Colonel Edwin 
Baker died at his 
home in Parrot’s 
Bay and was 
buried near 
Kingston. 


Choices for 
All, 1970-1993 


Expansion of 
services and growth 
has continued since 
the 1970s, with 
some 32,000 blind 
and visually 
impaired Canadians 
being registered 
with the CNIB 

by 1978. New pro- 
grams and profes- 
sional development 
were undertaken by 
CNIB staff, and 
involvement with 
government and 
private sector initiatives increased. 
Major steps were taken to provide 
the widest possible variety of 
technical aids. For example, the 
Optacon, which translated print 
into tactile forms, made its way 
into Canada, and a CNIB training 
program was organized for the 
benefit of those who would use it. 
The Kurzweil Personal Reader, a 
major breakthrough which enabled 
blind people to have direct, 
independent access to the printed 
page for the first time, was 
introduced into Canada by the 
CNIB. Outreach and prevention 
programs were particularly 
important. In 1969-1970, the 


first Mobile Eye 
Care Units were 
established in 
Ontario and 
Newfoundland, 

and a Quebec unit 
was added during 
the decade. These 
travelling clinics 
provided eye exami- 
nations and minor 
eye surgery in areas 
where there were no 
previous eye care 
specialists. 


Lieutenant Colonel Edwin 
A. Baker. (Photo: CNIB) 


In 1981-1982, the 
A.V. Weir Building 
was refurbished to become the 
National Headquarters, as 

well as a national research and 
consultation centre for blindness. 
Other initiatives to inform the 
general public included the 
production of several educational 
videos, such as “A Second Look” 
which was financed by the E.A. 
Baker Foundation. Maintaining 
its commitment to embrace new 
technology, the CNIB formalized 
and expanded its Technological 
Services and took the lead in 
distributing new devices. In 1988, 
the Winston Gordon Award for 
Technological Advancement was 
established by the CNIB. 


Services for the elderly grew steadily in the 1980s and 1990s. 
(Photo: CNIB) 
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In 1986, emphasiz- 
ing outreach, 

the CNIB began 
looking to the 
community to 
integrate blind 
people into existing 
programs; such as 
the automated office 
procedures training 
program at George 
Brown College in 
Toronto. Also during 
the 1980s, the CNIB 
sought greater 
involvement by the 
federal government 
in employment, 
counselling and 
placement of blind 
and visually 
impaired people, 
recognizing not only the mandate 
of the federal government in this 
area, but the continuing demand 
of blind and visually impaired 
persons for integration programs. 


The 1980s were also characterized 
by an emphasis on broadening 

the demographic basis of the CNIB 
through the Sight Enhancement 
Enterprise (SEE) program in 

1986, and the addition, in 1988, 

of a National Consultant on 
Gerontology in Toronto. The latter 
was in recognition of the fact that 


1918 


60 YEARS 
OF 
SERVICE 


Cover of pamphlet that 
was published on the 
occasion of the CNIB’s 
Diamond Jubilee in 1978. 
(Photo: National Archives) 


aging has become 
the predominant 
cause of blindness 
in our society today. 
Recognition of the 
significance of 
multiculturalism 
has resulted in 

the translation of 
CNIB literature 
into many lan- 
guages. Equitable 
access throughout 
Canada to the 
community at large, 
its buildings, ser- 
vices and special- 
ized information 
required by blind 
and visually 
impaired Canadians 
is a high priority 
for the CNIB. This remains a prin- 
cipal challenge for the 1990s. 


19'78 


As the CNIB continues its work 
into the twenty-first century, its 
successes in integrating blind and 
visually impaired people into 
community life are evident. As well, 
its long history of enriching the 
lives of those its serves, promoting 
sight enhancement services, as well 
as correcting and preventing vision 
impairment, are a matter of record. 
The contribution to Canadian 
society of the CNIB and of all blind 


= 11 


and visually impaired Canadians 
is justly celebrated at this 75th 
anniversary of its founding. A 

few years ago, Dr. Euclid J. Herie, 
current CNIB President and Chief 
Executive Officer, made these 
remarks, which still hold true: 
“We must allow those with the 
torch of imagination and creativity 
to bring light and guidance that we 
may all know a better way in 


the future.” With these inspiring 
words, this unique and pioneering 
Canadian organization can look 
forward with pride and confidence 
to its centennial. 


Pathways to Independence is 
a joint exhibition of the National 
Archives of Canada and The 
Canadian National Institute 

for the Blind. 


A mother and child enjoy a print/braille book. (Photo: CNIB) 
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